Introduction
England, and by extension its civilisation, has shown only too well that the master of waste and the warden of souls are one and the same. The absurdity of the scene Shaw describes is striking. The men Shaw accuses were not mere pranksters involved in a spontaneous joke but, in many cases, respectable members of the community, whose indirect yet determined opposition on this and other occasions ensured that the struggle over the Park Street convenience would drag on in the Vestry for another five years. This paper proposes to investigate the various manifestations of the Park Street lavatory debate, drawing on the sometimes conflicting evidence of the St. Pancras Vestry Minutes, the accounts of Vestry meetings in the St. Pancras Gazette and the writings of George Bernard Shaw. Its aim is not to reconstruct one true version of the controversy; rather, it is to provide a detailed account of how the decision to build an everyday object such as a public lavatory for women was implicated in producing, maintaining and contesting the patriarchal power structure.
Underlying this project are two central propositions. The first is that a lavatory is not simply a technological response to a physical need but a cultural product shaped by complex and often competing discourses on the body, sexuality, morality and hygiene. In other words, far from being neutral or self-evident, the planning of conveniences is informed by a set of historically and culturally specific notions that are loaded in gender and class terms. To cite an obvious example: prior to the modern industrial period, toilets were frequently communal and mixed. It was only in the nineteenth century, with increasingly strict prohibitions on bodily display and the emergence of a rigid ideology of gender, that visual privacy and the spatial segregation of the sexes were introduced into lavatory design, and they continue to be its dominant features today.7
The second proposition follows on from the first and takes its cue from the work of feminist geographers such as Gillian Rose and Doreen Massey, and architectural historians like Beatriz Colomina: everyday spaces such as public lavatories do not merely passively reflect existing social relations and identities but are involved in actively producing and re-producing them.8 According to this view, users do not have a universal response to spaces but experience them differently according to factors such as their sexuality, gender, race, class and age. Daily encounters with the built environment continually position people in relation to the dominant power structure, enforcing and reinforcing their differences. (Rose likens everyday space to 'an arena' where power relations are '(re)created and contested'.)9 While power relations most obviously operate in everyday space through physical barriers and various forms of exclusion, as we will see, they can also work more subtly, creating invisible boundaries that shape experience in equally powerful ways.
If we accept the role of everyday space in shaping personal and collective experience, then the fight over the construction, location and visibility of the Park Street lavatory does not appear marginal or unimportant. Instead, we see such a debate as being necessarily political, invoking issues such as access and mobility, as well as a more complex set of social relations. On a basic level, as the Vestrymen well knew, the presence or absence of a female lavatory on Park Street sent local women a powerful message about their right to occupy and move through the streets of Camden Town. Moreover, by its very nature, the debate over the lavatory's construction contested prevailing cultural notions of privacy, decency and femininity, concepts which are not stable but are open to redefinition within certain, historically specific limits.
Although it did not represent a dramatic break with convention, this paper will argue that small struggles like the Park Street debate pushed against the boundaries of existing social concepts, allowing for a subtle, sometimes subversive, renegotiation of their terms. As such, what seems at first to be little more than a local political clash over an everyday space deserves to be recognized as, in the words of Lisa Tickner, 'an integral part of the fabric of social conflict with its own contradictions and ironies and its own power to shape thought, focus debates and stimulate action.'" Of the necessity of latrine accommodation for women This boom in construction was the result of several factors: first, by that period, local authorities had been authorized both to spend ratepayers' money on public amenities and to build underground; and second, because of the health reform movement from the 1850s onwards, there was a greater recognition of the necessity of providing conveniences, particularly to improve the cleanliness of London's streets. It was not only medical experts and sanitary engineers who appreciated their importance. Conveniences were welcomed by enlightened members of the public as symbols of progress, particularly on occasions where large crowds gathered: in 1852, describing the Duke of Wellington's funeral, Lady Stanley of Alderly was moved to exclaim, '200 conveniences are provided-how the world improves!'13
The most significant precedent was set when conveniences, designed and operated by George Jennings, were installed at the Great Exhibition in 1851. Mention of the lavatories was predictably discrete: the exhibition's official guide noted simply that 'Commodious refreshment rooms, with the accompaniments usually connected with them at large railway stations, have been provided.'14 The conveniences were a great success; they were reportedly used 827,820 times, raising /2,441 over the course of the 141 days of the Exhibition.
Jennings was a fervent early supporter of public lavatories, believing the day would come when they would be a permanent feature of both large and small towns. Furthermore, he noted, 'the engineer who has the courage to carry into effect a scheme of this kind, in the interest of public health, will have established a lasting record of the wisdom of his age.'15 However, even though such facilities were both popular and financially rewarding, their provision at public events was not guaranteed: during the Henley Regatta of 1886, for example, the Lancet medical journal revealed that thousands of watchers on the banks and boaters on the Thames had resorted to using the river as a latrine.16
Ameliorating the city's sanitary conditions was not the only benefit the publicly minded found in conveniences. Many also recognized the importance of ensuring that the populace could meet in and move through the city in comfort. The success of the Great Exhibition conveniences, for instance, prompted a declaration of the 'necessity of making similar provisions for the public wherever large numbers are congregated [to alleviate] the sufferings which must be endured by all, but more especially by females on account of the want of them.' 17 The lack of facilities was a very real impediment to female mobility in the urban realm. Mary Vivien Thomas, in her autobiography A London Family, described how in the 1870s she and her mother would come by bus to shop at Peter Robinson's but could only stay for half-a-day: 'a morning's shopping was all we could manage for one day, for, strange as it seems now, the big shops had no restaurants, no rest-rooms, no conveniences for toilet, however dire one's need.'18 This situation was made worse by the prevailing dress styles of the day. Despite the fact that dresses were considerably less bulky than in previous decades-the crinoline had died out in 1860s, and the bustle was by then out of fashion-both workingand middle-class women's dress in the 1890s still included corsets and full-length skirts.'9 In addition to their corsets, women habitually wore several other pieces of underclothing: often a chemise and drawers, or a 'combination' outfit, with a petticoat over top [2] .
In the absence of public conveniences, women who got caught short in public had few hopes of 'civilized' relief. While stowing a chamber-pot under the seat was practical for those women who owned private carriages, this was not a possibility for the majority who relied on public transport. These facilities, however, were still inadequate in proportion to the demand for them. Moreover, they were mostly reserved for the use of paying customers, not for the ever-increasing mass of female passers-by who were either heading to or returning from work or a day of shopping. For them, the need for public conveniences had never been more urgent, a problem that did not go unnoticed by sanitation officials. James Stevenson, the Medical Officer of Health for Paddington, in his 1879 report Necessity of Latrine Accommodation for Women in the Metropolis, drew attention to the increasing numbers of women travelling into the city or to work. He observed, 'From recent returns it appears that there are 143,321 women enrolled in the trade societies of the metropolis alone, many of whom . . . have daily to walk long distances to and from their workshops.' Stevenson pointed out that these women were often forced to seek out a millinery, a confectionery or a restaurant 'and order refreshments which they do not require' to make use of the establishment's facilities: he shuddered at the thought that they might obey the calls of nature sub frigido Jove.
Joining a number of health experts who believed resisting the calls of nature could be fatal, Stevenson warned that abstinence posed a great health risk, causing or aggravating conditions such as apoplexy, and cerebral and cardiac disturbance. In addition, Stevenson hinted at the increased need women had for conveniences while pregnant or menstruating. 'There are,' he stated delicately, 'periods and conditions peculiar to the sex, when latrine accommodation would be specially convenient; and as at such times the requirements of nature are apt to be more urgent and more frequent, women would be spared much unnecessary mental and physical distress, were the accommodation provided.' Concluding that the demand for ladies' conveniences would 'at length be impossible to resist', Stevenson also outlined exactly how to ameliorate the situation, including aspects of lavatory design, location, maintenance and finance. 27 Stevenson's extensive report was written as a response to the Ladies' Sanitary Association (LSA) which, since the 1870s, had been actively campaigning local vestries such as Paddington and St. Pancras for the provision of women's conveniences.28 Founded in 1857, with a membership that ranged from the Princess of Wales to Janey Morris, the LSA was a high-profile and vigorous group whose mandate was to enlighten the public on issues related to the general welfare and health of women and children. To this end, the LSA organized lectures and published tracts on sanitation, domestic economy and dress reform, and mounted campaigns to raise awareness about existing conditions which endangered public There was some dissent. The sole Vestrywoman present, Mrs Miall Smith, urged the Vestry to investigate the matter properly, asserting that a women's convenience near Park Street was desperately needed for the 'thousands of women and girls on their way to and from the factories of the district'. George Bernard Shaw expressed his fear that the matter was being abandoned altogether and chastised another Vestryman for calling the proposed structure 'an abomination'. Mr Barnes' motion, however, was carried by an overwhelming majority: the matter was referred to the Works Committee and the Park Street site was abandoned.37
In considering the intricacies of the St. Pancras' Gazette's account, two points stand out. The first is that the members of the deputation clearly felt the proposed convenience's capacity to shock and offend was caused less by its function than by the sex of its Taken as a whole, the deputation's comments reveal how the issue of class, along with its attendant connotations of decency and morality, was embedded in the Park Street debate. It also reveals how misleading it is to speak of 'women's needs' as a unified entity, as it is evident that the needs of working-class women and 'ladies who shop' were not considered to be the same. Indeed, far from being universal, women's needs during this period appear highly contingent, fissured by social distinctions and fractured by class, a point which another, parallel debate over lavatory charges makes even more strikingly.
A prohibitive charge
Three years before the Camden High Street debate, another major controversy erupted around women's lavatories, this time over the subject of free accommodation. Public lavatories, like public baths and washhouses, were built mainly for the use of the working-classes.41 While men were able to use urinals at no cost and paid a penny only if they needed to use a water closet, women were charged one penny every time, which, as Shaw correctly observed, was an 'absolutely prohibitive charge for a poor woman'. 42 The penny charge was the legacy ofJennings, who had charged this amount for use of his water-closets at the Great Exhibition (this is reputedly also the origin of the expression to 'spend a penny'). The controversy over free accommodation for women points to a tension between the competing imperatives of public service and profit that underlay the vestries' management of public lavatories. While the vestries did not look at the conveniences necessarily as a money-making venture, they were clearly not meant to 'become an infliction in any degree on the ratepayer'.43 Sometimes conveniences did report profits-those at Waterloo, Cannon Street and Charing Cross stations were particularly lucrative-but rarely in poor neighbourhoods. In addition, contractors occasionally ran facilities, paying all water charges, attendants, lighting and so on, in exchange for users' fees. The financial necessity that these facilities made money, or at least broke even, meant that these conveniences were never truly public. Instead, they adopted practices which, as the Union of Women's Liberal and Radical Associations recognized in their 1898 petition for free provision, inherently discriminated against women, particularly poor ones. These policies ranged from charging for the use of a water-closet to providing fewer facilities for women. James Stevenson anticipated this problem in his unbuilt design for a female lavatory in 1879. As a preventive measure, he recommended creating two classes of female lavatory accommodation-first and second. These two classes would be physically separated from each other, demarcated by their own sign and entrance. The second-class closets were to be free, while the first-class closets, which would be considerably more elaborate, would be paying. Stevenson initially justified the spatial segregation of the facilities by stating that it was only reasonable to offer finer accommodation to those who intended to pay directly for it. His subsequent comments, however, reveal a powerful social motive as well. He stated: 'women of the middle class will not be willing to company, for however short a time, with a promiscuous crowd, even of their own sex. The use of the word 'pioneer' immediately signals the larger game afoot. As Judith Walkowitz has noted, the metaphor of discovery often characterized the narratives of Victorian urban explorers such as Charles Dickens or Henry Mayhew, who used it to transform 'the territory of the London poor into an alien place, both exciting and dangerous'.52 After reading Shaw's descriptions, it becomes evident that the unknown, alien territory he considers himself to be charting is the female body-particularly the poor, lower-class body-with its unmentionable functions and needs which he claimed 'no man ever thought of . 53 Shaw's description, as much as those of the more conservative Vestrymen or the men of the deputation, effectively secured women in their place as Other, by defining them rigidly in relation to the dominant male identity. All the while he offers proof of female suffering at the hands of a paternalistic political system, he naturalizes their status by emphasizing the distinction between his (privileged) position as a male Vestryman and that of the largely disenfranchised women for whom he speaks. The women, whose letters he describes as 'piteous, anonymous', are seen as a silent mass with no names and no voices, powerless at the political level and undifferentiated as a social group. 54 This is not to say that we should completely reject Shaw's account, nor to deny its usefulness to this history. However, it is to recognize that Shaw's testimony, far from being objective and removed from the dominant discourse, uncritically reproduced its terms, participating, however subtly, in the assignment of women to their subordinate position. It also indicates the pervasiveness of the Victorian ideal of womanhood, which not only infused the debates for and against the construction of lavatories, but often overrode the experiences and needs of its users themselves.
The barrier of publicity
As Davis and Dye's comments indicate, the reason why ladies' conveniences were notorious financial duds, was not simply because poorer women could not afford to use them. The reality was that, far from being universally put to use by women, public lavatories were often shunned by them, whether out of fear, distaste or, as Davis and Dye put it, with no small degree of impatience, a 'peculiar excess of modesty' which often forced their closure. 55 The degree to which women had internalized the patriarchal system of representation, particularly the discourse of decency and femininity, can be roughly gauged by the sheer number of times this observation recurs. Their widely acknowledged embarrassment was why the St. Pancras Vestrymen could argue with some confidence that, if built, the Park Street lavatory would occupy 'too public a position and ladies would not care to use it for this reason'. 56 There is something profoundly ironic about a public amenity being condemned for being 'too public'. However, the sense of transgression roused by this excess of publicity must be understood in light of the lavatory's intimate association with the female body, as the container of its natural functions: urinating, defecating and menstruating. Owing to its provocative corporeal associations, a female lavatory evoked the spectre of sexuality which, as Walkowitz has observed, encompassed a nebulous constellation of issues above and beyond sexual conduct itself: 'dangerous sexualities [for the Victorians] had as much to do with work, life-style, reproductive strategies, fashion and self-display . . . as with nonprocreative sexual activity. '57 Sexuality was explicitly invoked when, after the Park Street site was abandoned, Mr McGregor promised to find a 'suitable house for use of ladies' as an alternative; the laughter which accompanied his remark makes clear what type of house the Vestrymen had in mind (a joke given extra frisson owing to the proximity of several 'houses of ill-fame').58 The easy slip from lavatory to brothel betrays the most extreme prejudice of the concerned citizens, the Vestry and of women themselves: that, in using a public convenience, women would be little better than 'public' women, prostitutes, who exposed their bodies in the streets.
Certainly, as the condemnation of the convenience as an 'indecent' object or an 'abomination' signals, the objections to its construction had an unmistakable moral dimension. They implied that providing a lavatory would encourage a gradual loosening of the tightly maintained mechanisms of control which circumscribed women's movements and behaviourwith potentially disastrous consequences for standards of decency and the ideal of femininity. It was not only sexuality and gender but class which underlay such fears. The complaints about the 'promiscuous' mixing of working-and middle-class female bodies which occurred in such facilities indicates that decency and femininity were defined primarily as middle-class attributes: mixing in the lavatories threatened the moral contagion of the 'ladies' by the factory and flower girls, auguring the former's descent into vulgarity and corruption.
When lavatories were provided, the desire to eases Act), which made all women in the city streets an object of speculation.60
Yet like most of these strategies and in spite of their careful design, lavatories were only ever partially successful at containing the secrets of the female body. At the edges, a reminder of things buried or concealed continually threatened to break through. For a women's convenience exposed female bodies at the same time as it hid them, amplifying their presence in the public mind. In addition to the conveniences' physical presence in the street, medical reports about their necessity, campaigns and political struggles for their provision and the press coverage of those struggles had the effect of making the female body the legitimate subject of popular scrutiny. Far from suppressing the female body, debates such as that in St. Pancras gave it greater symbolic force, pushing it from the sidelines to an increasingly public and central position.
As this movement was not one that sat easily with the Vestrymen, local tradesmen and propertyowners, or even with a large proportion of women, it did not go unchallenged. Indeed, this sense of discomfort and anxiety lay behind the passionate objections to the lavatory's construction and ultimately mobilized the attack on the wooden obstruction in Park Street-a symbol of the future lavatory and of women's presence in the metropolis-an In the same way that 'woman' is not a monolithic, unchanging category, the significant concepts that play a key role in this story-the 'private', the 'public', 'femininity', 'decency'-are revealed to be equally elastic. In Keywords, Raymond Williams drew attention to the way that 'nominal continuity' of words often masked or obscured quite radical changes in their meaning, giving them a fictive stability. When we go beyond dictionaries, he wrote, 'we find a history and complexity of meanings; conscious changes, or consciously different uses; innovation, obsolescence, specialization, extension, overlap, 
